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Chapter 1


Idon’t hear the music until I’m already inside: slow, expensive jazz, the kind with too much breath in the brass and not enough swing to tempt anyone onto the marbled floor. The crowd gathers in small, glittering knots beneath the faceted ceiling, voices modulated and practiced. Even the laughter is curated—success congratulating itself in muted keys.

My entrance is measured. Not dramatic, but intentional. I pause long enough for the coat attendant’s eyes to sweep the line of my dress and for nearby conversations to register my presence, then move—unhurried, smooth—toward the bar. My heels don’t echo; they suggest sound, a visual rhythm marking territory as I cross it.

Across the room, Jonah is already watching me.

He’s half-turned from his circle of litigation sharks, old friends and hungry interns arranged with boardroom precision. The moment he sees me, something in him warps—the smile too wide, the stance a shade too eager. For the benefit of his peers, he stays in place, but I feel his attention like a shift in air pressure, a warmth settling between my shoulder blades.

I don’t look at him. I catalog him. The fingers tapping a familiar code against his glass—three quick, a pause, a reset. The glances he tries to disguise as casual. The way he waits for me to acknowledge him.

Tonight, I choose not to.

“Ms. Linton?” The bartender’s voice—crisp, neutral—draws my attention. They smile in recognition, not in greeting. I return the gesture with a faint curve of my mouth and accept the drink without checking what it is.

The first conversation finds me before I seek it. A partner from the East office, the type who remembers every face from every holiday party since 2003. He introduces himself; I offer my name as if it isn’t already circulating through the room. His gaze lingers a beat too long, sliding from my collarbone to the necklace designed to draw the eye back up. It works. His next line stumbles.

He compliments my dress, then my husband, then both of us as a pair—either politeness or an invitation to discuss the state of our marriage. I neither confirm nor deny. I shift my weight, angle my chin, and let him admire the silhouette.

When he gestures toward Jonah’s circle, inviting me to join, I decline with a practiced deflection. “I promised myself a night of networking. Separate orbits make for better collisions.” He laughs too hard, then retreats, embarrassed by his transparency.

The room carries me forward. The next group is younger—raw-edged associates who look like they slept under their desks all week. Their attention is unpolished, honest. They stare. I reward them with a genuine question about the firm’s charity project. They trip over each other to answer. One woman with wolfish eyes slips me her card when the others aren’t looking. “If you need anything,” she says, voice thick with implication. I tuck the card into my clutch without breaking eye contact.

Through it all, Jonah tries not to hover. He approaches strategically—never directly to me, but to someone adjacent, hoping proximity will pull us together. I let each attempt to miss. When I sense his trajectory, I drift elsewhere. He masks his disappointment with a swallow of gin, draining the glass too quickly. His jaw tics, then resets.

It’s not that I enjoy watching him squirm. But there is a precise satisfaction in observing him without intervening. All week he’s been careful, considerate, performing slight gestures of affection like a man rehearsing for an unseen audience. Here, stripped of routine and placed under public scrutiny, he doesn’t know which script to follow. The uncertainty sits poorly on him.

Other men notice me too. Some are slick; their interest overt. Others are cautious, testing the waters with jokes or compliments. I accept the attention as my due, but never offer more than polite acknowledgment. I am a boundary line in a backless dress—visible, unmoved.

As the evening unfurls, the current shifts. Conversations pause as I pass. Eyes track me with a kind of consensus. I wonder what story they’ll tell after I leave. I decide it doesn’t matter.

Jonah finally corners me at the antipasto table, an accidental intimacy behind silver trays and garnish. His tie is loosened—an attempt to appear relaxed.

“You look incredible,” he murmurs.

I accept it without returning the compliment. Instead, I watch his hands: one circling a wine glass, the other assembling olives on a napkin as if building something he doesn’t know how to finish.

“I was talking to Stern about the Blakely deal,” he says, adopting the tone of a husband keeping his wife informed. “He thinks we might—”

“You should pace yourself.” My voice is gentle. “You’re three ahead of where you usually are.”

He flushes, a faint pink rising. “You’re counting?”

“Always.” I meet his gaze for the first time tonight. There’s a dare in it.

His lips part, then close. “We should make the rounds together. People will talk if we don’t.”

I shrug. “Let them.”

His eyes narrow. For a moment, I see the old Jonah—the one who used to win arguments with logic and precedent. But the case is weaker now. The facts don’t support him.

Someone calls his name. He turns instinctively, and I slip away, dissolving into the crowd.

At the balcony, I breathe in the cold city air. The windowed doors reflect the party behind me—light and shadow, shapes and colors. Through the glass, I watch Jonah: posture less certain, smile more strained, always circling, always searching.

Tonight, I am not the one watching. I am the watched.

The realization settles cool and clean. I finish my drink. When I return to the party, I don’t look for Jonah.

The balcony air leaves a mineral sting on my tongue, a residue of city dust and distant rain. I linger just long enough for the chill to settle into my arms before returning inside. The crowd has thickened, the heat of bodies and ambition condensing into the familiar damp undertone of anxious success.

I scan for Jonah and find him boxed into a corner, mid-dissection of a merger rumor, his gestures too animated, his grip on the stemware unreliable. I pivot away before he sees me and angle toward the bar, where the line moves with the slow choreography of mutual appraisal.

And there she is.

Renée isn’t mixing drinks yet; she’s reading the room. A slender figure in black, hair pale enough to catch the house lights, she watches the crowd with feline calculation. When she notices me approaching, her head tilts a fraction before she looks away, already in control of the exchange.

I slip onto a stool, letting the dress fall into a deliberate drape. Renée finishes garnishing a whiskey sour with surgical precision, then turns to me, hands flat on the counter.

“Vodka, neat,” she says before I speak.

“Observant.”

She shrugs. “You’re the only one who orders it that way at these things.”

She pours with more generosity than necessary; the liquid catching an amber halo as it settles. She slides the glass forward; our fingers meet in a clean, intentional contact, a brief spark of static.

“Enjoying the party?” she asks, the question a placeholder for something else.

“I enjoy watching it,” I say. “Less so being watched.” A lie, or a test.

Her smile is slow, sideways. “Could have fooled me.”

A comfortable silence settles. Then she leans in just enough that I have to shift toward her, closing the last inch of space. “You want to talk,” she murmurs, “or not talk?”

“Not talking is sometimes safer.” I sip the vodka, cauterizing the chill left by the balcony. “People say too much here.”

Renée’s gaze sharpens, then softens. “People do a lot of things they shouldn’t when they’re overdressed and underfed.”

I sense attention beginning to circle — subtle now, but it will gather. Two women at the bar: one in a dress engineered for impact, one who doesn’t belong and refuses to apologize for it. The symmetry pleases me.

Renée glances past my shoulder. I know before I turn that Jonah has spotted us.

He approaches with the momentum of someone unsure whether he’s about to win or lose. His smile is weaponized, the one he uses on difficult clients. “Making friends?” he asks, tone too light.

“Renée makes a better drink than you do.”

He laughs too loudly and slides an arm around my waist, claiming territory. “Old habits,” he says, then to her: “Gin and tonic, heavy on the lime.”

Renée’s eyes flick between us, reading, storing. She begins his drink with practiced indifference.

Jonah leans closer. “I looked for you.” The accusation is soft, almost petulant.

“I needed air,” I say. “It’s crowded.”

He smiles, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. His grip tightens — not painful, just present.

Renée sets his glass down with precision bordering on disdain. She holds my gaze. “Let me know if you need anything else,” she says, the inflection deliberate.

I don’t look at Jonah. “Thank you,” I reply, and Renée’s mouth curves in a fractional smile.

Jonah tries to steer me back toward the crowd, but I stay rooted, taking another slow sip. His fingers tap impatience against my hip.

He leans in. “Are you trying to make me jealous?”

I consider it. “Does it matter?”

He lets out a low, defeated laugh. “Maybe.”

For a moment, I almost soften. Instead, I turn to Renée, who is wiping the counter with the focus of someone listening closely.

“Busy night?” I ask.

“It’s always busy,” she says. “Some people make it interesting, though.”

Jonah tries to interject, but we ignore him for the length of a breath. The air between me and Renée hums, a live wire with Jonah standing outside the circuit.

After a moment, he gives up, squeezing my waist before muttering something about seeing a friend. I don’t watch him go.

Renée exhales, barely audible. “He seems… intense.”

I shrug. “He likes things to stay the way he understands them.”

She laughs, low and rough. “Who doesn’t?”

“Are you always this forward?” I ask.

“Are you always this receptive?” Her hands rest on the bar again, open, inviting.

For a moment, we are alone in the noise, the space between us thick with everything unspoken.

“Maybe I’ll come back later,” I say.

She nods. “Maybe I’ll be here.”

I slip off the stool, the scrape of the chair a decisive punctuation. As I move back into the swirl of the party, I catch Renée’s reflection in the mirror behind the bar — her eyes on my back, unwavering.

Tonight is about being watched. But I get to choose who does the watching.
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It’s quieter on the mezzanine, away from the spiral of the party. The air is darker, thinner, carrying the scent of polished wood and the distant echo of laughter from below. I rest against the banister, watching the movements beneath me like a biologist studying the flow of a hierarchical species.

Jonah finds me, as I knew he would.

He climbs the stairs too quickly, breath rougher than necessary. He wipes his palms on his slacks—a nervous tic I’ve catalogued for years—and stops close enough that our shadows touch, but not our bodies.

“Nice view,” he says. The smile is an opening gambit, not an emotion.

I lean back on the rail, crossing one ankle over the other. “It’s different from up here. You see the patterns.”

He watches the crowd for a beat, then angles toward me. “You always were good at that.” The compliment is loaded, fragile.

I offer only a hum. The silence makes him fidget.

“I noticed you at the bar,” he says. “With the bartender.”

His tone is careful, but the pitch betrays him. I let a breath pass before answering. “Her name is Renée.”

He absorbs this like a diagnosis. “You seemed… friendly.”

“She makes a decent drink. We talked. People do that at bars.” I meet his gaze, steady.

He wets his lips. “That’s not what I meant.”

“I know.” I let the moment stretch. “What did you mean?”

He opens his mouth, then closes it. His eyes flick down my collarbone, then up. “Did you know her before tonight?” He tries for casual, but the tightness in his voice gives him away.

I let my lips curve, slow and private. “I’ve seen her at Luna Café. She remembers orders.”

“Is that all?” His hands disappear into his pockets, knuckles whitening. “She looked at you like—” He stops, unwilling to name it.

“Like what?” I tilt my head, hair sliding off my shoulder.

He holds my gaze, and for a moment the mask slips—need flickering through. “Like she knows you. More than she should.”

I step toward him—not closing the space, just reducing it. “She probably knows all kinds of things about all kinds of people. That’s the job.”

He laughs, too high, brittle. “So you just talk to strangers, let them look at you like that?”

“Why not?” I sip from my glass. “It’s harmless.”

He moves then, bracing both hands on the railing, boxing me in without touching. “I don’t like being made a fool of, Mara.”

There it is—the raw center of the complaint. I admire the honesty even as I file it away.

“Nobody’s making a fool of you,” I breathe. “At least, not tonight.”

His mouth hovers near my ear. “You act like I’m the enemy.”

“You act like you’re the only one allowed to have secrets.” My tone is neutral, a scalpel.

He flinches, recovers. “So this is what you want? To make me jealous?”

“You’re jealous?” I raise my brows, all innocence.

He looks away, searching the floor for answers. “You never used to do this.”

“Maybe I’m tired of doing things the way I used to.”

He chews the inside of his cheek. Then: “Are you sleeping with her?”

I let the question hang, let the possibility ferment in the air. “I barely know her.”

He doesn’t believe it. I’m not sure I want him to.

I turn toward the railing, letting him watch the line of my spine, the exposed sweep of shoulder. He stays where he is, tension radiating like heat. When I finally look back, I soften just enough to break the standoff.

“Jonah,” I say, gentler. “Sometimes I just want to be seen. Not managed.”

He searches my face for the old cues, the familiar scripts. He finds none.

He straightens, stepping back, hands falling to his sides. “You’re right,” he says quietly. “You’re absolutely right.”

The admission lands lightly, but it shifts the balance.

He waits for me to move first. I do. I descend the stairs at my pace. At the bottom, I glance up once, catching his silhouette against the mezzanine lights, and know he’s still watching.

I don’t look back again. But I know his eyes will follow me all night, and after.

That’s the new game. And for the first time, the rules belong to me.


Chapter 2


The door shuts behind us with the hollow certainty of a closing vault. The echo lingers in the foyer, folding over itself, then fading into the hush of our apartment—a space too neat, too curated, every absence of clutter calculated. I toe off my heels in the threshold and step onto the tile; the cold biting up my arch like a reprimand.

Jonah follows, keys hitting the bowl with a practiced, jangling note. There’s a choreography to our arrival: lights to half, jackets hung in the order we came in, a glance toward the fridge for mail that never comes this late. He moves through it without thought, muscle memory masquerading as comfort. I watch, as always, storing away the details.

He doesn’t speak. Not right away. He hovers at the edge of the living room, rubbing a thumb over the seam where his wedding band should be. He stopped wearing it two months ago, the groove on his skin barely visible now. I let the silence accrue.

When he finally turns to me, his face is already in soft focus—brows slacked, mouth arranged for apology or affection, whichever the moment requires. His eyes catch the low light, glassy with intent.

“You tired?” he asks, voice tuned to concern.

“Not really.” I move to the couch, choosing the far end. My dress rides up just enough to register, but not enough to invite comment.

Jonah circles behind me, hands pausing at the back of the sofa, considering. He used to sit next to me, thigh to thigh, pulling me into his gravity. Lately, he approaches like a skittish animal—careful not to spook me, careful to be careful.

He kneels instead, placing himself at my feet. His fingers slide up my calf, slow enough for permission to be revoked at any time. I offer neither resistance nor encouragement.

His head rests against my knees, cheek grazing the thin fabric. He breathes in, as if there’s something to inhale from my skin that could make this normal again.

“I missed this,” he says into the hush.

“Did you?” I stroke his hair, a rote gesture I learned from a magazine article about marital satisfaction.

He nods, pressing closer. His hands inch up my legs, tracing the path with a reverence that once made me ache. Now it feels like someone handling a relic, trying not to break what’s already fractured.

I watch the top of his head, the tension in his shoulders. “You drink too much at these things,” I say.

He looks up, surprise flickering. “Everyone does.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

He tries for a smile, but it slides off his face unfinished. “You’re beautiful tonight.”

“You already told me that.”

“I mean it.”

His hands tighten, not enough to hurt, just enough to stake a claim. “Come here,” he murmurs, pulling me forward. I follow the direction, letting my body tip into his, my palms bracing against his shoulders. He stands, lifting me up in a single motion, and carries me to the bedroom.

It’s a performance, but not for lack of desire. For him, it’s ritual—the series of acts that used to guarantee closeness, sex as a referendum on whether we’re still us. For me, it’s a study in familiar lines: the tilt of his jaw as he kisses my collarbone, the way his hand splits the zipper on my dress with two fingers, the inhale before he presses his mouth to the hollow of my throat.

He lays me back on the bed, the room bright with only streetlight slicing through the blinds. He undresses with a calculated speed, shedding layers until he is raw and expectant above me. His hand slides around my waist from behind, pulling me in. His lips find my neck, mapping the old terrain.

I let him.

My mind catalogs each movement, noting the efficiency, the small deviations from the script. How his mouth lingers just a little longer at the places that used to make me shiver, as if coaxing a reaction that no longer arrives on schedule. How his eyes flick up, scanning for micro-expressions, searching for the woman I used to be.

I don’t pull away, but I don’t lean in. I exist at the exact midpoint of response, enough to keep the routine alive, not enough to surrender anything real.

He notices, of course. He always does.

His grip tightens, thumb pressing into the bone above my hip. “Are you here with me?” he asks, a question so loaded it could detonate.

“I’m here,” I say, and it’s the truth, but not the answer he wants.

He kisses harder, as if he can force the memory of passion back into the present. His hands roam, desperate for the muscle memory of mutual need. I let him explore, let him remember. I even move beneath him when it seems necessary, offering the illusion of momentum.

But I’m not inside my body. I’m watching us from the corner of the room, eyes adjusting to the gloom, seeing two people play-act a marriage for an audience of none.

He slides into me, slow at first, as if testing whether my body will refuse him outright. It doesn’t. He exhales a shudder, relief and hunger in equal measure. He moves with a rhythm that wants to be familiar, but I’ve become a new instrument—one that doesn’t quite respond to the old chords.

He notices this, too.

His thrusts become more insistent, his hand gripping my thigh with a need that borders on panic. He wants to break through, wants to reach whatever version of me he’s lost to the crowd and the party and the long slow bleed of resentment. His mouth searches my neck, my ear, the soft spot just below my jaw.

“You’re so far away,” he whispers.

I close my eyes. “I’m right here.”

He comes, eventually, jaw clenched and eyes shut, as if privacy can be summoned by force of will. His body collapses against mine, sweat pooling between us, but there’s no anchor in it. I stroke his hair again, softer this time, and he melts into the contact. For a minute, we are quiet together, breath and heartbeat syncing to a slower, safer tempo.

He rolls off, arm draped over my stomach. “I love you,” he says, not as a promise but as a lifeline.

“I know,” I answer, and let my fingers trace idle shapes on his forearm.

I stare at the ceiling, watching the headlights arc across it. There’s comfort in the familiar, even when it’s hollow. Jonah holds me tighter, as if proximity can ward off whatever it is I’ve become.

But the distance is mine now. And I cradle it, a secret in the dark, while he sleeps fitfully beside me.

The dark is not silent. The city drones through the glass, a low wash of engines and distant horns that rounds the corners of our bedroom. I don’t sleep. Jonah doesn’t either, not really. His breathing stays too shallow, his muscles in a holding pattern, as if expecting a verdict. Every few minutes he shifts beside me, creating micro-adjustments in the sheets, careful not to break the spell of post-coital detente.

The phone buzzes on the nightstand.

The sound is surgical: small, but so precise it slices through the hush. Jonah’s whole body registers it—a flinch that doesn’t travel far, the barest twitch in his thigh, a splay of his hand against the comforter. I don’t move. I catalog the way his head angles toward the device, the pause before he allows himself to reach for it. If he were less practiced, he’d check the screen immediately, but he’s learned from me the value of pretending not to care.

He waits four heartbeats. Then he picks it up, turning his body so his back curves between me and the screen. Even the slackness of his spine is rehearsed—a performance of indifference that is betrayed only by the white of his knuckles.

I imagine the text. Not the words, but the intent behind them. The sender. There are always possibilities: late-night work emergencies, friends from the firm, ex-lovers with unresolved nostalgia. I never know for certain which is worse for him.

He reads the message with the feverish concentration of a priest decoding heresy. I watch the way his thumb hovers, ready to erase. When he finishes, he puts the phone down face-down, deliberate. The screen glows for a second, then dies, as if embarrassed to have revealed anything at all.

I say nothing, letting the stillness repopulate the room. Jonah’s chest expands—slow, deliberate, recalibrating. I sense the effort it takes for him to lie back, arms crossed behind his head, gaze fixed on the ceiling’s dark grid work.

This is the part I enjoy. The not-knowing. Or rather, letting him believe I don’t know. The currency of uncertainty is more valuable than confrontation. I let it accrue.

He clears his throat, soft. “Can’t sleep?” he asks, keeping his voice friendly, low-stakes.

“No,” I reply. “Too much in my head.”

He nods, as if he understands. But I know he doesn’t.

We linger in the quiet, both of us pretending we’re about to drift off. The city lights strobe the ceiling in slow arcs, laying a lattice of gold over his jawline. I study the way the muscles in his neck tighten when another car passes by outside. He’s waiting for me to speak.

I oblige.

“I saw someone this week,” I say, casual, like a weather report. “Elias Brook. Remember him?”

The effect is instant: a clench along his jaw, a spasm at the corner of his mouth. He doesn’t look at me. “Professor Brook?” he asks, just a shade too controlled.

I let my lips part in a smile he can’t see. “He’s not a professor anymore. But yes, him.”

Jonah makes a show of stretching his arms, feigning a yawn. “What did he want?”

“Just coffee.” I let the lie hang, weightless. “He’s working on something. I think he wanted input.”

“From you?” He keeps his tone neutral, but there’s a hairline fracture running through the question.

I decide not to elaborate. I don’t mention the hours we spent, the glint of recognition when Elias dissected me with a glance. I don’t mention the way he leaned in, hand grazing mine, or the invitation I didn’t quite refuse.

Instead, I let the silence inflate, then release it with a faint, dismissive laugh. “He’s always fishing for a story. You know how he is.”

Jonah nods, but there’s a new stiffness in his posture. His right hand snakes out, finds the phone, and pulls it closer. He doesn’t check it again—not right away. But the mere presence of it, the talisman of his secrets, gives him a little comfort.

The balance tips. I sense him recalculating, measuring what he knows against what he suspects. He’s always been good at the technical aspects of marriage—scheduling, logistics, shared calendars—but less adept at the terrain of uncertainty. He never understood that the act of not-knowing could be deliberate, that mystery is sometimes constructed brick by brick.

He tries to re-establish equilibrium. “You should be careful with people like that,” he says, soft but directive. “He’s… intense.”

“So am I.” I look at him, a sidelong glance in the dark, and wait for him to meet my eyes.

He does, and in the microsecond before he composes his face, I catch it: the fear. Not of violence or betrayal, but of opacity—the terror of not being able to diagram the inner logic of the person in your bed.

I roll onto my side, facing away, but I let my fingers brush the exposed skin of his ribcage. A peace offering, or a warning—I’m not sure. The touch lingers just long enough to mean nothing, and everything.

“I’m tired,” I murmur.

“Okay,” he says, the word too loud in the small room.

I close my eyes; the shape of his body mapped in heat against my back. The phone buzzes again, muted under his palm this time. He ignores it, for now.

In the darkness, I smile. I have no intention of sharing what really happened with Elias. The unspoken is a private gallery; every omission a frame I hang on the wall between us. Jonah will spend the night sifting through possibilities, diagraming the empty spaces in our conversation.

He’s right to be afraid. The narrative is mine to write, and he has no red pen to edit.

I drift, finally, the afterimage of his unease the last thing I see before sleep claims me.
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The city breathes through the window, cars peeling off into distant silence, night stretching its cold limbs over the apartment.

Jonah doesn’t sleep. He lies next to me, eyes open, watching the faint shadow-pulse of headlights across the ceiling. He shifts. He sighs, long and carefully, as if trying not to wake me. But I am awake—more awake than I have been in months.

He checks his phone again; the screen illuminating the hard lines of his face. Whatever message he reads, it leaves him more hollowed out, not less. He puts the phone down gently, but the gesture carries the weight of accusation.

I turn onto my side, facing away. My hand slips beneath the pillow, palm pressing flat against the mattress. Jonah’s arm moves to wrap around me, tentative, searching for permission. I allow it, but my body offers no warmth, no softening. I’m a heat signature on a satellite image: present but abstracted.

He nestles closer. I feel the tension in his jaw, the way his lips hover just above my shoulder blade, wanting to close the gap but afraid of what I might do if he tries.

“You okay?” he whispers, as if we’re hiding from something inside our own bedroom.

“I’m fine,” I answer, and the lie is perfect as a pane of glass.

He doesn’t press. He never does, not anymore. Instead, he pulls me tighter, as if his body could protect me from whatever it is I’m not saying.

We stay like that, knotted and sleepless, until the sounds of the city begin to fade, replaced by the hush that comes just before dawn.

I wait for his breathing to slow, for the muscles in his arm to go slack. When I’m sure he’s asleep, I inch away, careful not to wake him.

My purse is on the floor, close enough to reach without getting up. I slide my fingers inside, tracing the edge of the wallet. The business card is still there, crisp and clean, the weight of it electric.

I don’t need to look at it. Just knowing it’s within reach is enough.

I return to bed, sliding beneath the covers. Jonah rolls toward me, his arm draping over my waist in a gesture so habitual it’s lost all meaning.

I wonder what he dreams about now. If it’s the past, the version of me he used to hold, or if it’s some future where he can learn to forgive me for everything I haven’t done.

I close my eyes and let myself drift, the memory of Renée’s touch tingling in my fingertips, the secret of Elias’s number burning like a brand against my hip.

I sleep, finally, surrounded by the scent of clean sheets and the knowledge that, for once, the narrative is mine to shape.

Beside me, Jonah stirs, restless even in dreams.

We orbit each other through the night, bound by invisible lines neither of us has learned how to break.


Chapter 3


The kitchen is the most honest room in the apartment. No pretense, no abstractions—every surface is exactly what it claims to be. The tile is a touch too cold, the light a shade too sharp, the counter still bearing the faint afterimage of last night’s meal. I move through it with the care of someone crossing a river of knives: barefoot, measured, unwilling to risk even a moment’s lapse in attention.

My slippers wait where I left them, toes aligned with the grout. I slip into them with ritualistic ease. The coffee is already set to auto-brew, but I reset the timer anyway, just to feel the resistance of the knob—a small, private act of control.

Jonah stands at the counter, pretending to read the news on his phone. He isn’t reading. He’s watching me over the blue glow of the screen, eyes tracking each part of my morning choreography. The soundtrack is the faint gurgle of the coffee machine, the whisper of bread leaving the bag, the soft click of glass on the countertop.

We say nothing. We don’t need to. We’ve rehearsed this scene enough times that silence is its own script.

The morning light is unforgiving. It catches the edges of the kitchen and renders every imperfection in sharp relief: the scuff on the fridge handle, the constellation of fingerprints on the faucet, the crescent crack in the sugar bowl. The room feels less like a stage and more like a diorama—every detail preserved for later examination.

I select two mugs, matching but not identical, and pour. Jonah prefers his black; he likes to watch the swirl dissipate. He takes the mug from my hand with the faintest brush of fingers—neutral contact, neither seeking nor avoiding. A handshake would be more intimate.

“Early meeting?” he asks, tone lifted with practiced indifference. An opening move, not a question.

“Not until ten.” I butter my toast with a focus that borders on meditative. “Just wanted to get ahead on a few things.”

He watches the blade sweep across the bread, the curls gathering at the edge like evidence. “You never used to eat breakfast.”

“People change.” I set the plate on the table. He doesn’t sit. He leans against the counter, holding the mug as if it might steady him.

“I guess they do.” He sips, watching me over the rim. “You were restless last night.”

“Couldn’t sleep.” I take a bite, let the silence expand.

He sets the mug down a little too hard—controlled, but not quite. “Anything on your mind?”

I meet his gaze. “Nothing that can’t wait.”

The interrogation is gentle, but the intent is unmistakable. He wants to know where I’ll be, who I’ll see, what versions of myself I might encounter before returning home. I understand the impulse; it’s the same one that makes me check the locks twice before bed or study his face in sleep, searching for the man I married beneath the practiced ambiguity.

“Are you meeting anyone for lunch?” he asks.

I keep my eyes on the plate. “Maybe.”

“Work friend?”

“Just catching up with someone.” I drag my knife through the jam, making a grid of red lines across the yellow. “Why?”

He shrugs, but the gesture is too tight. “Just asking. You seemed distracted last night.”

I let the accusation hover. “Did I?”

He nods. “You were somewhere else.”

I file that away. He’s not wrong, but not in the way he hopes. “Maybe I was.”

Jonah’s tells are small but consistent: smoothing his collar before speaking, the micro-tremor in his right hand when he reaches for his mug, the habitual glance at the clock even when nothing is scheduled. Today he cycles through all of them in minutes.

I finish my toast, sweep the crumbs into a neat pile, and stand. The movement disrupts him; he straightens as if bracing.

“Don’t wait on me tonight,” I say. “I’ll probably be late.”

He searches my face for a clue I don’t offer. The poker face is easier when I’m not the one bluffing.

“Okay,” he says, the word landing heavy. “Anything you want for dinner?”

“Surprise me.” I rinse my plate and leave it in the sink to air-dry—a deliberate breach of protocol, a reminder that not everything must be completed or contained.

He watches, waiting for a signal that never comes.

I collect my bag: phone, keys, wallet, business card. The card is a small, private voltage in my pocket—a reminder of possibilities. I slip on my coat, the motion smooth and final.

At the door, I pause. “Have a good day.”

He nods but doesn’t echo it. He only watches as I leave, gaze heavy on my back, weighing every step I take away from him.

The threshold closes behind me with the soft, persuasive click of inevitability.

The walk from the apartment to the elevator is a corridor of echo, each footfall precise and thin as a scalpel. I hit the button with the knuckle of my forefinger—an affectation, but it leaves less oil. In the glossy elevator doors, my reflection is ghosted by morning sun and the memory of Jonah’s stare. For a moment, I test a few expressions: neutral, amused, faintly bored. I choose bored.

In the lobby, Mrs. Caldwell sits on her stool, posture as rigid as the spines of her starched shirts. She nods, lips pursed into what she likely considers a smile. I return the gesture and move past her with a brisk efficiency that makes her blink twice. A personal best.

Outside, the city is still assembling itself. Traffic hums at a distance, construction murmurs without urgency. I savor the interval—the cool neutrality before the day decides what it wants from me.

Halfway down the block, my phone vibrates, low and insectile. I don’t check it immediately; I let the possibility simmer. There’s pleasure in the delay, in choosing when to open the new uncertainty.

When I do, it’s a single line from Lila: “Coffee? I want gossip, and I want it filthy.” Timestamp: 8:37. Two minutes after I left. Her speed is comforting—some people are built for immediacy.

I type back, “Name a time,” and slide the phone away. It barely settles before another message arrives: “You’re in a mood. I can tell. Don’t fight it.”

I smile—small, involuntary, a flicker that leaves no trace on the rest of my face. But unmistakable to anyone who knows what to look for.

Apparently, Jonah knows.

He’s followed me out, closing the apartment door with more force than necessary. He’s in shirtsleeves now, tie loose, trying to project ease. The morning sun renders him slightly absurd—hair too gold, stride too sure.

“You forgot your umbrella,” he calls, lifting it like evidence. There’s no rain forecast, but I take it anyway.

“Thanks.” Our fingers brush. He uses the contact to anchor me, drawing me half a step closer.

“Who was that?” he asks, voice so light it might float away.

I blink, feigning confusion. “Who was what?”

“The text.” His grip on the umbrella tightens.

I could lie, but there’s no profit in it. “Lila. She wants to meet up.”

He relaxes—fractionally. “You two are getting close again,” he says, as if it’s an observation and not a warning.

“She’s interesting,” I reply. “I enjoy interesting.”

His jaw ticks. “Sometimes I wish you’d let people be boring for a while. There’s comfort in routine.”

“I know,” I say. “You married me for it.”

He laughs, humorless. “Sometimes I think I did.”

The words escape before he can edit them. He waits for a reaction. I give him none. He hates that.

He shifts tactics. “So, what’s on your schedule today? Anything I should know about?”

The old me would have cataloged the day like a train schedule for his benefit. The new me prefers ambiguity.

“Nothing major,” I say. “Errands. Lunch with Lila. Maybe the dry cleaner.”

He nods, but it’s not enough. “You’re sure there’s nothing else?”

I let the silence hang. “What do you think I’m hiding?”

He hesitates, then shakes his head. “Nothing,” he says—an accusation disguised as surrender.

“I’ll see you tonight,” I say, turning away.

He watches me for a few seconds, then calls, “Mara?”

I stop, but don’t turn.

“If you ever need to tell me something,” he says, “just do it. I can handle it.”

I nod and keep walking.

At the end of the block, I check my phone again—not out of need, but to feel the pulse of possibility. A new message from Lila: “Noon. The place with the fake books and real pastries. I’m buying.”

I text back, “I’ll bring secrets. You bring shame,” and pocket the phone. The weight of Elias’s business card is a steady presence in my bag—a paper-thin certainty that I have at least one move left unplayed.

At the crosswalk, I pause. The lights stutter yellow to red, and a brief hush settles over the intersection. I use the lull to rehearse my stories, to line up the truths, half-truths, and omissions that will get me through lunch and whatever comes after.

I’m not nervous. I’m not excited. If anything, I’m a little bored. The next move is always the hardest—and the most satisfying.

Across the street, a man waits on the opposite curb, face shaded by a hat brim. For a moment, I imagine it’s Elias, watching from a safe distance, cataloging my tells the way I catalog everyone else’s. The thought pleases me. I hope he’s better at it than Jonah.

The light changes. I cross, umbrella tucked under my arm, secrets aligned and ready.

Behind me, in the morning-washed distance, I know Jonah is still watching.

He always will be.
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By the time I loop back to the apartment for my forgotten paperwork, Jonah is already gone. His umbrella sits by the door, unopened. The air feels scrubbed clean of him—no aftershave clinging to the threshold, no trace of his presence except the indented cushion on his side of the bed, visible through the cracked door as I pass.

I gather the folder from the desk. The paper inside is crisp, untouched. I run my thumb along the edge, savoring the faint burn of the cut—pain so minor, so controlled, it feels like ownership.

My phone vibrates. Another message from Lila: a frosted donut with a hand-drawn smiley face. Beneath it: “This will be you, post-gossip.”

I type, “Make mine double,” and step into the hall.

Downstairs, the lobby is already humming. Mrs. Caldwell clocks my arrival with the sharp attention of a border guard. She leans forward. “Mail’s in early,” she says, voice neutral, eyes appraising.

“Thanks.” I cross to the mail slots, my heels loud and unambiguous. The key turns with a satisfying click. Three envelopes, all addressed to me, all boring. I fan them in my hand, showing Mrs. Caldwell the insignificance of my secrets.

She smiles, thin and proprietary. “Big day?”

“Not yet,” I say. “But it’s still morning.”

She nods, approving the answer, and returns to her crossword. I leave without looking back.

Outside, the city is fully awake, the tempo doubled. I cut through the sidewalk crowd, noting the seams in the mass: a man in a red tie breaking stride to check his phone, a mother with a stroller slowing to study a window display. I slip through the gaps, always in the negative space.

I reach the coffee shop at 9:03. The old place—once ours, before routine made it flavorless. The barista is new, or I’ve simply never noticed him. His smile is careful, the kind shaped by years of minimum wage and maximum complaint.

“Can I help you?” he asks.

“Large Americano, room for cream. No pastry.”

He keys it in. Clean nails, a scar along the thumb, a wedding band—plain, gold, freshly polished. He notices me noticing, and his smile cracks wider, briefly genuine.

“Waiting on someone?” he asks, sliding the receipt toward me.

“No,” I say. “Just me today.”

Surprise flickers across his face, quickly masked. “It’s quieter before ten,” he says, handing me the cup. “Enjoy.”

I claim the corner table with a view of the entrance, back to the wall. There’s power in choosing your vantage point—in surveilling the entry and controlling the exit. The first sip is dark and hot, grounding.

I watch the customers cycle through. Creatures of habit, following invisible rails from counter to table to door. A man in a suit reads the business section with the intensity of a bomb defuser. A woman with blue streaks sketches furiously into a battered notebook, glancing up every few seconds to check her surroundings.

I imagine their stories—what they’re running from, what they’re hoping to find. A game I play when the actual story is too thin to hold my attention.

At 9:20, my phone vibrates. Lila again: “Running late. Don’t judge.”

I text back: “Judging is half the fun.”

I stir the coffee, watching the swirl collapse into blackness. The business card in my pocket is a steady weight, a silent dare. I resist the urge to take it out, to study the name as if repetition might conjure new meaning.

Instead, I catalog the changes in myself: the ease of occupying space alone, the pleasure in claiming a table, the quiet satisfaction of being seen without explanation. It feels less like reinvention and more like recovery—a piecing together of parts long neglected.

Outside, the city pulses. I finish my coffee, leave a dollar tip, and step back into the current.

The park is next, a detour on the way to the café. I sit on the iron bench Jonah and I once shared, boots planted firmly, hands in my lap. The air is damp and a little sour; the garbage can nearby is overflowing. I don’t mind. Not everything needs to be curated.

Joggers round the corner, their synchronized breathing louder than their footsteps. I wonder if they feel safer in a pack, if they notice the woman on the bench watching them, or if she’s already invisible. I prefer invisibility.

The time ticks toward noon. I rise, smooth my skirt, and head to the café.

Outside the entrance, I glimpse Jonah.

He’s half a block away, standing in the false shelter of a bus stop, sunglasses on despite the overcast sky. He thinks he’s subtle, but his posture betrays him—leaned forward, shoulders drawn, body angled toward the door.

I don’t slow. I don’t let on that I’ve seen him. Awareness is enough. He thinks he’s protecting, or surveilling, or simply needing to know where I am.

For once, the symmetry is perfect. He watches; I let him.

The café doors hiss open, and I step inside. Lila is already waving from a corner booth, her hair a bright flag against the gray.

I cross to her, unhurried, every step measured. There’s no need to look back. Jonah will still be there, rooted to his vantage point, orbiting my gravity.

I slide into the booth, smile at Lila, and let the door close behind me.

This is how a new story begins: not with a bang, but with a single, deliberate step.


Chapter 4


The restaurant is a diorama of expensive privacy—amber-lit, lacquered to a reflective sheen, a place designed to make secrets feel curated rather than dangerous. Jonah chose it with the solemn pride of a man performing expertise, but the cadence of his steps betrays uncertainty. He doesn’t know whether he meant to impress me or punish me.

He guides me through the entryway with a hand at the small of my back. I don’t react. The gesture is for the host, who reads couples the way jewelers read flaws—status, vulnerability, intent. Jonah’s hand lingers a second too long, hoping I’ll register the confidence he’s trying to project. I let him have the illusion. For now.

We’re seated at a two-top pressed against the far wall, where the shadows are thickest and the hum of conversation becomes a soft, unthreatening blur. The host sets down menus with the sleight-of-hand grace of a magician palming a coin, murmurs “enjoy your evening,” and vanishes.

I place my bag beside me, posture relaxed but immovable. Jonah scans the wine list with the intensity of a man solving a puzzle only he believes is difficult. The menu is unchanged since the last time I was here—precisely why I agreed to come. He thinks I don’t remember. Or he’s counting on it.

Our waiter arrives—a boy with porcelain skin and quick, assessing eyes. His voice is too bright for the room, but practiced. When he pours my water, his attention is a low flame, steady and deliberate.

“Can I start you off with a cocktail? Something special?” His gaze settles on me, the question a dare. I accept it with the smallest smile.

“Vodka martini. No olive. Extra cold.”

His grin is immediate, appreciative. “Excellent choice.”

He turns to Jonah with less spark, more deference. “And for you, sir?”

“Scotch. Neat. Whatever you recommend.” Jonah’s tone is clipped, a punctuation mark he regrets even as he says it. The boy writes it down, but his eyes return to me before he leaves, stride loose and unbothered.

Jonah’s jaw tightens. He pretends not to notice the attention, folding his hands on the table, knuckles whitening.

“You have a type,” I murmur, eyes on the menu. “Wait staff under twenty-five, hair that wouldn’t pass a drug test, and an incurable desire to impress.”

He laughs, thin and humorless. “He’s just doing his job.”

“So are you.” I let the implication settle. Oil in water.

His mouth twitches—no script for this line. He pivots. “You remember the salmon here? You said it was the only thing that ever made you believe in soul mates.”

“I remember.” I lean back. “But the chef changed last year. I doubt it’s the same.”

He re-calibrates. “Maybe try something new, then.”

“Maybe I will.”

Harmless words, but the subtext is a scalpel. Every dish on this menu is a map of who we used to be. He’s chosen this place as a test. I’m passing with the indifference of someone reciting multiplication tables.

The server returns with our drinks, placing my martini with ceremonial precision. His hand lingers an inch too close to mine—plausible deniability in liquid form.

“Let me know if you have questions,” he says, eyes angled toward me.

“Thank you.” I hold his gaze a beat too long. His cheeks flush. Jonah’s mask slips.

As soon as the server retreats, Jonah leans in. “Looks like someone’s enjoying the view a bit too much.”

There it is—the accusation dressed as humor. I sip the martini, icy and precise.

“It’s a compliment, Jonah. You should be proud.”

He studies me, searching for reassurance that isn’t coming. “I am proud,” he says, but the words drag, heavy with friction.

“Good. Then tip well. He’s working very hard.”

He exhales a defeated laugh. “You don’t make this easy.”

“Would you want me to?”

He considers—truly considers. “Sometimes.”

I don’t reward the vulnerability. Silence stretches between us, a rubber band neither of us wants to snap.

He stirs his scotch, though there’s nothing in it to stir. “You seemed distracted at lunch yesterday.”

“You were watching?”

“I always watch.”

I set my glass down. “Then you know I was with Lila.”

“Of course. But you weren’t with her. Not all of you.” He swirls the drink. “I can tell when you’re somewhere else.”

“Where was I, then?”

He shrugs—an admission of defeat. “I don’t know anymore.”

The server materializes, sensing the shift. “Have you decided?” His eyes flick to me, waiting for a signal.

“The duck,” I say. “Medium rare.”

He nods, lips parting as if to say more, then thinks better of it. Jonah orders the steak, rare. The server leaves, glancing back once.

Jonah’s hand covers mine abruptly—territorial, too tight. His fingers tremble.

I don’t pull away. I don’t lean in. I let the desperation pool between our palms, warm and electric. I catalog the tremor, the plea he can’t voice.

The room is full of reminders: the corner booth he won’t look at, the wine list he once recited with suspicious fluency, the echo of laughter from a table three rows down that sounds enough like mine to be a warning.

I meet Jonah’s eyes, cool and unyielding.

For the first time, I see the shape of his fear—raw, unscripted, suspended in the amber of this too-familiar place.

I take another measured sip and wait for the power to finish changing hands.
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Rain hisses against the windshield in a steady wash, sluicing city grime into sleek arterial rivers that race along the curb. Inside Jonah’s car, the silence is a pressure chamber. He guides the Audi with more focus than the traffic requires, one hand locked at noon on the wheel, the other twitching toward the stereo before aborting the gesture. We don’t need music. The quiet is already tuned to the maximum.

I cross my legs, feeling the taut seam of my stocking, the damp chill of my dress against my skin. My bag rests in my lap, arms folded over it—a small fortress of leather and bone. I let my gaze drift over Jonah’s profile, cataloging the tells: jaw clenched, lower lip scraped raw, eyes flicking to the rearview like he expects pursuit.

He glances at me—a shadowed check-in—then back to the road. His knuckles are the color of meringue, veins raised in taut blue.

“Storm’s really coming down,” he says, voice pitched to neutral. “Should clear by morning.”

“Maybe.” I watch the drops race each other down the glass, the city dissolving into streaks of gold and red. “It’s been a dry week. The rain’s overdue.”

He tries again. “Guess they’ll have to mop up at the restaurant. Wet floors. Bet the busboy gets overtime.” The joke lands with a dull thud. He corrects his steering with a micro-movement, flexes his fingers.

I let the silence resettle. He lasts a minute before breaking.

“That server was new,” he says, tilting the sentence toward accusation, then softening it. “Didn’t know when to quit.”

“Some people enjoy their work.” My tone is flat, uninviting.

He risks a laugh. “You were the major attraction. Can’t blame him.”

“Maybe he just liked the dress.” I smooth a nonexistent crease along the hem.

Jonah’s hand leaves the wheel and lands on my thigh—warm, heavy, familiar. His thumb draws a slow spiral, then stills; the touch too careful. “You looked beautiful tonight.”

I don’t reward the effort. I watch the slipstream of rain, the ghostly dance of taillights. “Thank you.”

His hand lingers. I let it, a question I refuse to answer. The car feels close to stalling—not for lack of fuel, but because neither of us will name the impasse.

He shifts tactics. “Remember the last time we drove in rain like this?” His thumb presses harder, trying to conjure nostalgia. “We got lost coming home from the shore. You made me take every wrong turn just to see if I’d figure it out.”

“I was curious how long it would take,” I say. “You never minded detours.”

“Some detours are worth it,” he says, voice pitched low, reaching for familiar ground. “Tonight reminded me of that.”

I turn to him. He is beautiful in a bruised way—hair damp at the temples, jawline carved with exhaustion. He is working so hard to be the version of himself I might still want.

“Did it?” I ask.

He nods, small and defeated. His hand slips higher, a ghost of past privilege.

I place my palm on his—not invitation, but neutralization—pressing it flat to my thigh. “You can take your hand off now,” I whisper. “Or you can leave it. It doesn’t matter.”

He leaves it, but the spark is gone. The rest of the ride is a looping tape of his attempts: a coworker’s mishap, a TV show I no longer watch, a half-remembered lyric spun into an empty joke. Each dissolves before it reaches me. I let them pass like ambient static—noticed, not absorbed.

At a red light, our reflections merge in the glass: two strangers illuminated in pulses of green and amber. For a moment, I imagine opening the door and stepping into the rain, just to feel something sharp and cold, just to see what Jonah would do if I became vapor.

But I don’t. I wait.

“You’re quiet tonight,” he says. “Quieter than usual.”

“There’s not much to say.”

“Since when?” His voice cracks, the vulnerability real. “You always have something to say. Even when you hated me, you filled the space.”

“Maybe I don’t hate you anymore,” I say, curious what shape the words take.

He looks at me, startled. The light changes. He speeds up, hand still pinned under mine.

The city thins to a residential blur. He makes the turn too sharply, tires hissing on wet pavement. “I don’t want us to be like this,” he says, low and pleading.

I watch the windows fog, the glass smudged by our combined breathing. “You’re the one who changed the rules.”

He absorbs this. “Maybe I did.”

We park in the garage, the engine ticking as it cools. I release his hand and gather my bag.

“Are you coming up?” I ask, already knowing.

He nods, but waits for me to exit first. The quiet thud of his door follows. In the elevator, mirrors and the scent of wet wool multiply the closeness. He stands just far enough away that our arms don’t touch, but every exhale overlaps.

When the doors open, I step out. He follows, but doesn’t try to catch up. The walk to our door is a measured procession—each footfall an ellipsis.

Inside, I let my coat pool on the bench and kick off my shoes. Jonah closes the door softly, then stands there, waiting for a cue that isn’t coming.

I move to the window, peel back the blind, and watch the rain. He lingers in the foyer, suspended between entering and retreating. I wonder how long he’ll hover, afraid to disturb the new balance.

Finally, he speaks, voice near-breaking. “I love you, Mara. Even when you make it impossible.”

I don’t turn. “I know.”

He drifts toward the bedroom, his presence trailing behind him like the wake of a slow-moving ship. I wait for the door to close, for the hush to reclaim the apartment.

Only then, in the sodium glow and rain-lashed glass, do I allow myself to smile.

Tonight, silence was my weapon.

Tomorrow, I’ll choose a different one.

The bedroom is dark except for the bruise of city light bleeding through the blinds. I slip out of my dress, fold it over the chair, and slide beneath sheets that still remember the shape of us from last night. The duvet is heavy, saturated with detergent and the ghost of Jonah’s skin. I settle against the headboard, feeling the residual heat where he’s already claimed his territory.

He lies on his side, facing away. His breathing is shallow, uneven—a metronome with a broken spring. His spine curls defensively, as if bracing for an impact he can’t name. Even asleep, he’s preparing for loss.

He murmurs something—my name, or the hollow of it. I trace a line down his shoulder blade, feather-light. He doesn’t wake, but a faint shiver ripples through him.

I turn to the nightstand and lift my phone. The screen floods the room with spectral blue. A message from Lila waits—memes, gossip, noise—but I bypass it and open the thread that carries a sharper voltage.

Elias.

His last message is an open door: “If you ever want to be sketched properly, you know where to find me.”

I type: “Tomorrow afternoon. Your studio?” Nothing more. The economy feels right.

My finger hovers over send. The moment suspends—mercury refusing to fall. For the first time in weeks, something thrums under my ribs. Not nerves. Decision. I press send and set the phone face down.

A low, animal sound escapes Jonah. He flips onto his back, arm thrown across the mattress, fingers splayed in search of me. They land on my hip, clutching reflexively. Even in sleep, he refuses to let go.

I slide down beside him, letting his hand settle. He exhales—a sound with age in it—and his body softens by degrees. I study the line of his jaw, the stubble he missed in his rush to make our reservation, the faint bruise where his chin met my shoulder too hard last night.

His face is open in sleep—undefended. No cruelty, no calculation. Just the raw animal fear of someone who knows the rules have changed and can’t find footing on the unfamiliar terrain.

I wonder if he dreams of me as I am now, or if his subconscious resurrects some sweeter, more compliant version. I hope she haunts him.

My mind is quiet, a shallow pool stilled by the knowledge that the balance has tipped. He fears losing me; I no longer fear losing him. Not anymore.

The thought settles—weight and wings at once.

Tomorrow, I will go to Elias. I will sit for him, let him see me in a way Jonah never could, never cared to. It isn’t about the sketch. It isn’t even about Elias. It’s about choosing something unscripted, claiming the silence I’ve weaponized, the space I’ve carved out of the wreckage.

Jonah shifts again, lips parting in a breath that might be my name or the absence of it.

I touch his face softly—not affection, but a benediction for what we once were.

Then I close my eyes. Sleep comes clean and fast, untroubled by the ghosts that used to turn every night into a trial.

When I dream, it isn’t of Jonah, or Elias, or the woman I used to be.

I dream of a room with no doors, no windows—just light. Clear, absolute, and entirely my own.
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